In 1867 a native of South Carolina summarized what she knew of the growth of Negro spirituals in a few words: "I believe they have no history or a very short one" (manuscript letter, Annie M. Bowen to Wendell P. Garrison, April 24, [1867] in Cornell University Library). Few people could have been expected to know more, for she was the daughter of a popular Charleston author, whose pictures of Negroes are accounted the most detailed and sympathetic written in the ante-bellum period. Her mother's name, Caroline Howard Gilman, will recur in the pages that follow. Now, after almost a century, the state of our knowledge still leaves much to be desired. Unchallenged facts are few; controversy and speculative theorizing, however lively, are not a wholly satisfying substitute. Despite the real contributions of such men as Gilbert Chase and Marshall Stearns, documentation is sketchy.
ton: Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1930 Washington, -1935 ; Vol. I, p. 407). The exposure to European instruments thus began in mid-ocean. Almost 100 years later, Alexander Falconbridge described similar practices:
Exercise being deemed necessary for the preservation of their health, they are sometimes obliged to dance, when the weather will permit their coming on deck. If they go about it reluctantly, or do not move with agility, they are flogged; a person standing by them all the time with a cat-o'-nine-tails in his hand for that purpose. Their musick, upon these occasions, consists of a drum, sometimes with only one head; and when that is worn out, they do not scruple to make use of the bottom of one of the tubs . . . The poor wretches are frequently compelled to sing also; but when they do so, their songs are generally, as may naturally be expected, melancholy lamentations of their exile from their native country. It appears that the efforts of these evangelists were directed primarily toward the proper observance of the Sabbath, rather than to that complete elimination of secular music and dance which followed in the wake of the camp meetings and revivals after 1800. More evidence is needed as to the attitude of the clergy toward frolicking on week-days, when such recreation was permitted. Before the Revolution the degree of Christianization of the slave population varied widely, depending on the effectiveness of the local divine and the attitude and piety of the master. . . my ears were assailed by the voice of singing ... I saw a group of about thirty Negroes, of different ages and sizes, following a rough looking white, man . . . As they came nearer, I saw some of them loaded with chains to prevent their escape; while others had hold of each others hands . . . They came along singing a little wild hymn of sweet and mournful melody; flying by a divine instinct of the heart, to the consolation of religion . . . "It's nothing at all but a parcel of Negroes sold to Carolina, and that man is their driver, who has bought them." . . Neither of these reports is sufficiently specific to provide unquestionable evidence of the existence of spirituals as we know them; Coffin's account was written so long after the event as to require corroboration. In 1830, however, a report appeared discussing the Negro population of Charleston, which unequivocally documented the existence of a distinctive type of sacred song. From the middle thirties on, more frequent references were found to the distinctive religious songs of the slaves, coexisting with reports that did not distinguish between the songs learned at mixed religious meetings and those belonging exclusively to the slave. Native Southern whites in this period sometimes referred to Negro songs in such an off-hand manner as to imply that these songs were too widely known to need explanation. For example, one of the leaders in the movement to provide missions to the slaves, Charles Colcock Jones, of Liberty County, Georgia, wrote in one of his didactic works, The Religious Instruction of the Negroes in the United States (Savannah: T. Purse, 1842; p. 266):
To give variety and interest to . . . the Sabbath school, it is proper to teach the scholars hymns and psalms, and how to sing them. They are extravagantly fond of music; and this taste may be turned to good account in their instruction . . . One great advantage in teaching them good psalms and hymns is that they are thereby induced to lay aside the extravagant and nonsensical chants, and catches and hallelujah songs of their own composing; and when they sing, which is very often while about their business or of an evening in their houses, they will have something profitable to sing. for some of them have a small smack of poetry, and are natural at expressions of kind and amiable feelings-such as, praise of their master, gratitude for his kindness, thanks for his goodness, praise of one another, and, now and then, a little humorous satire. The air of these songs has not much variety or melody, and requires not more flexibility of voice than they all possess, as they all join in the chorus. Some one, who feels himself qualified for the office, strikes up, and singly gives a few rude stanzas, sometimes in rhyme, and sometimes in short expressive sentences, while the rest unite in chorus, and this he continues, until some other improvisatore relieves him. One of the favourite occasions, on which their talent for music and poetry is thus exercised, is when they are "shocking" out the Indian cornat which time, all Negroes of the plantation, and sometimes many from the neighborhood, are assembled, and sit up nearly the whole night. This is a practice prevailing more or less throughout this state [Virginia], and, I believe, the other slave states; but it prevails most in the lower country, where the Negroes are in the greatest numbers, and the plantations the largest; and yet, there are thousands among us, who never attended a corn-shocking, or even heard a corn song-so enlivening, however, either in words or tune-as the reader will perceive. I have entitled it SOLD OFF TO GEORGY. The reader will observe that the lines of the song do not rhyme; and it may be remarked that the negro songs-that is, such as they can compose themselves-are mostly without rhymes.-When they do attempt to rhyme they frequently take more than the poetic license, being satisfied-when they can not do better-if the vowel-sounds at the ends of the hines agree.
One Ella Storrs Christian wrote in her diary
The tone of voice in which this boat-song was sung was inexpressibly plaintive, and, bearing such a melancholy tune, and such affecting words, produced a very pathetic effect. I saw tears in the eyes of the young ladies, and could scarcely restrain my own. We heard but the three verses given (such songs are sometimes,stretched out to many verses); for at the end of the third verse the major interrupted the song. ' Confound such lively music," he exclaimed; "it is mak. heard.S You had him there, Bettie; and I must think of a suitable present to express my thanks to you before your visit to the Neck is over. lWhat did Travers say to that, eh"i" "He laughed very uproariously," said Miss Susan, " and, I think, attempted in that way, to hide his inability to make a rejoinder."
We had some time before rounded Point Quiet, the long point to the south of the Flats, and had nearly gained the channels leading into Weatherby's Creek. Our boat was now speeding at a swift rate along a lee shore; and the water, shielded from the wind by the high cliffs of the river, lay tranquil around us.
"lHIow clear the water is," remarked Miss Susan, looking over the side of the boat; " I can see the fishes moving among the sea-grass on the bottom." " Our river is famous for the purity of the water," said the major, with some enthusiasm of manner, "and has been said by those who are competent to give an opinion, to be one of the most beautiful streams in the world." "I have been told," observed Lizzie, "that its present title is a literal interpretation of the name given to it by the Indians." " So they say," answered the old gentleman; " and the red men were sensible in that at any rate. But let us have some music; I always like to hear singing when on the water. Lizzie, will you sing us the Canadian Boat Song? Bettie and Susan do not sing, they say." " I will, with pleasure," replied Lizzie, "if Clarence will assist me with his voice." So we sang, keeping time to the action of the oars. "Charley looks as if he would sing us another song," said Miss Bettie. " What is that lively little song, Charley, which I heard you and some of the hands sing the other day, when you were hanging tobacco at the barn? I am sure that you can row to that." "Sure unnuff, young misstis," answered Charley; "I had forgot dat. But dat's a corn song; un we'll bab ter sig it slow ter row to." [191] [192] . Recalling the fall of 1832, when his family moved to southern Maryland to avoid the cholera in Baltimore, Hungerford told of a boating party with much singing by both passengers and crew. When one of the The whole episode illustrated the flexibility of slave music; a corn song un we'll hab ter sing it slow ter row to." But sing it they did, improvising words to fit the members of the party. Another song sung on this outing and printed with its music was the mournful "Sold off to Georgy" (p. 184). The whole episode illustrated the flexibility of slave music; a corn song could be adapted for rowing, just as hymns were to be modified for the same purpose where secular songs were prohibited. (See pp. 209-211 for pages photographed from Hungerford's book.) (To be concluded)
